Event-related potential (ERP) evidence indicates that listeners selectively attend to word onsets in continuous speech, but the reason for this preferential processing is unknown. The current study measured ERPs elicited by syllable onsets in an artificial language to test the hypothesis that listeners direct attention to word onsets because their identity is unpredictable. Both before and after recognition training, participants listened to a continuous stream of six nonsense words arranged in pairs, such that the second word in each pair was completely predictable. After training, first words in pairs elicited a larger negativity beginning around 100 ms after onset. This effect was not evident for the completely predictable second words in pairs. These results suggest that listeners are most likely to attend to the segments in speech that they are least able to predict.
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Introduction
Speech signals provide an abundance of information to the listener, not all of which is essential for comprehension. Listeners must therefore determine which portions of the speech signal should be processed in detail. For example, behavioral evidence demonstrates that word-initial segments are important for auditory word recognition (Connine, Blasko, & Titone, 1993; Marslen-Wilson & Zwitserlood, 1989; Salasoo & Pisoni, 1985) , and evidence from event-related potentials (ERPs) suggests that listeners preferentially process word onsets at an early perceptual stage. In natural speech, word-initial syllables elicit a larger first negative peak (N1) compared to acoustically matched word-medial syllables (Sanders & Neville, 2003) . This so-called "word-onset negativity" is evident when listeners learn to recognize sequences in several types of continuous acoustic streams, including nonsense speech (Sanders, Newport, & Neville, 2002) , musical tones (Abla, Kentaro, & Okanoya, 2008) and abstract noises (Sanders, Ameral, & Sayles, 2009) , suggesting that it is not simply a reflection of speech segmentation.
The observation of an N1 enhancement in response to wordand sequence-initial segments regardless of the segmentation cues * Corresponding author at: Department of Psychology, York University, 4700 Keele Street, Toronto, ON, M3J 1P3. Tel.: +1 416 736 2100x22754.
E-mail address: lastheim@yorku.ca (L.B. Astheimer).
available implicates a more general processing difference such as attention directed to times that contain word-initial segments. In support of this, the latency, amplitude, and distribution of this N1 effect closely resemble ERP responses to sounds presented at attended times in temporally selective attention paradigms (Lange, Rösler, & Röder, 2003; Sanders & Astheimer, 2008) . One study directly examined the use of temporally selective attention during speech perception by varying the time of auditory probe presentation relative to word onsets in a narrative. Speech-like probes presented within the first 100 ms of a word onset elicited a largeramplitude N1 compared to probes played before word onsets or at random control times, demonstrating that listeners direct attention to moments that contain word onsets during speech perception (Astheimer & Sanders, 2009) . To date, the reason listeners attend to word onsets in speech remains largely unexplored. Potentially, all word onsets are attended because these segments are important for auditory word recognition. Alternatively, to the extent that selective attention is a tool for accommodating overwhelming amounts of information, listeners may attend to the most informative segments in speech. Based on transitional probabilities, word onsets are relatively unpredictable (Aslin, Saffran, & Newport, 1999 ) and therefore highly informative, which raises the hypothesis that listeners direct attention to unpredictable moments in speech.
Of course, the notion that predictability affects language processing has been studied extensively in both visual and auditory domains. Eye tracking studies demonstrate that predictable words
